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remarkable that even the good Communists were not above a little
gentle racketeering. We were a pack of famished cats competing
with one another for the pickings of a workhouse dust-bin,
I had one more claim to a bread-ticket to which I have not
referred. I was also on the ration-roll of the Commissar of the
Theatres of the Northern Commune, Madame Andreyva, wife of
Maxiln Gorky. I had "blackmailed" my way on to that roll and
stayed because they liked me. It came about this way.
One day, in the early period of the Confiscation Commission,
while Lange and I were just beginning to realize the opportunities
of our position, two women called at our offices and asked to see
the Chairman of the Commission. I had seen them arrive from the
window, the two on one bicycle, a man's, one riding, the other
standing behind her on the back-step. They were obviously unused
to that method of locomotion for they came wobbling down the
street like the entry on to a stage of a couple of knockabout comedians
and collapsed in a heap when they tried to stop at our door-way.
I had them in. One had dark hair, close-cropped like a man's,
and wore a soldier's uniform jacket above a skirt and a pair of
military leggings. The mannish type of woman was new to me and
I was still grinning broadly when she entered, for I had been watch-
ing her rolling in the gutter. She came in now with a swagger
which was probably intended to compensate for the undignified
figure she had just been cutting, but succeeded better in perpetuating
its memory. She strode right up to the desk where I had taken my
seat and, ignoring completely my oafish amazement, looked me
over with a beetling frown and demanded :
"Aren't you much too young to be the Chairman of this Confisca-
tion Commission ?3S
I knew my answers, and swallowing the grin and substituting
for it a grim expression which I hoped was as black as hers, replied
that age was not a requisite of office in the service of the Workers1
Government.
"Are you a Communist ?53 was her next volley, roared at me
in a throaty bark, her hand on my desk and her face pushing
forward to cow me,
"The executive of the Petrograd Soviet is quite satisfied with
my credentials," I replied.
"Well, I am," came the answer, "and I want bicycles !"
"You'll have to tell me what you want them for then. Comrade,"
I retorted.
"For the workers5 art!" was the grand reply which seemed to
assume that I should rise and bow to it.
Everything was being done in the workers' name in those days,